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required literacy curriculum and complex educational policies? This 
study used multi-site case studies to gather information on 
teachers’ experiences in one large metropolitan school district. 
Elementary literacy teachers in grades kindergarten through 
fifth grade participated in these cases, as part of a larger mixed 
methods study, to gather trends, issues, and patterns in their 
experience of teaching and learning. 
Brief Review of Relevant Literature
 A landscape of complex educational policies and reforms 
have influenced the instruction and assessments found in 
elementary literacy teaching. One of the most pronounced 
shifts in literacy instruction occurred in kindergarten through 
fifth grade as a result of the findings of the National Reading 
Panel in 2000. The Report of the National Reading Panel (2000) 
identified five key areas for effective reading instruction based 
on a meta-analysis of empirically based quantitative research 
studies: (a) phonemic awareness instruction, (b) phonics 
instruction, (c) fluency instruction, (d) text comprehension 
instruction, and (e) vocabulary instruction. This report 
created an emphasis on test-based accountability measures for 
measuring students’ academic performance and progress in 
attaining literacy standards. 
Following shortly after, the No Child Left Behind Act 
of 2001, a revision and reauthorization of the 1965 and 1994 
federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), 
drastically impacted the ways in which teachers taught 
reading, particularly within the requirements of Title I funded 
programming for disadvantaged students. This law set out to 
promote substantial improvements in student achievement in 
reading and mathematics. The Reading First initiative, under and 
during the time of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, became 
a catalyst for the widespread adoption of required reading 
curriculum throughout the country (e.g., Long & Selden, 
Close to three decades of educational policymaking and initiatives within the United States have brought about significant change to grades K-12 public schools and a series of educational reforms. These reforms have 
often been focused on the ways in which elementary school 
teachers teach literacy (reading) to our nation’s students- 
often viewed in terms of the causes of and the solutions 
for student’s literacy achievement (e.g., Pardo, Highfield, 
& Florio-Ruane, 2012). Resulting from this viewpoint of 
being causes and solutions, elementary school teachers have 
experienced significant shifts in their classroom contexts and 
the resources they use for reading instruction and assessment. 
Research has demonstrated increasing cases where teachers 
have been required to incorporate published materials (e.g., 
basal reading series) with some degree of “scripting” or 
“fidelity” for their literacy instruction and for their students’ 
learning at the elementary school level (e.g., MacGillivray et 
al., 2004; Shelton, 2010). This links to the various federal and 
state reforms ushered in through No Child Left Behind to the 
Every Student Succeeds Act that proposed standardization for 
reading instruction, particularly within the elementary school 
context. It is important to examine how this shifting view of 
reading instruction, in light of several educational reforms and 
substantial changes from flexible to more scripted resources in 
elementary school reading instruction and assessment. These 
reforms have impacted how elementary school teachers make 
sense of their everyday curricular resources and instructional 
activities used for reading instruction for teaching, learning, 
and assessment of their students’ literacy achievement. 
Purpose and Rationale for the Study
The research question for this study was: How do 
experienced elementary teachers teach literacy within the contexts of 
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Alvarez & Samway, 2008; MacGillivray et al., 2004). The script 
of the curriculum was often followed “with fidelity” and left 
no room for teacher input nor did it allow tailoring language 
to meet the needs of students in the classroom (Shelton, 2010). 
 What do we need to learn about elementary literacy 
teachers? Although we do know how some elementary in-
service teachers have negotiated required curriculum under 
reform (e.g., Florio-Ruane, Berne, & Raphael, 2001; Kersten, 
2006; Kersten & Pardo, 2007; Pardo, Highfield, & Florio-
Ruane, 2012), further research is needed on how elementary 
school teachers in various localized settings are using 
their pedagogical content knowledge, teaching practices, 
and instructional experiences in meeting the demands 
of educational requirements and required instructional 
resources in diverse school contexts. The Common Core State 
Standards bring about the potential for positive changes and 
educational innovations. Concurrently, an ever-growing body 
of research on effective literacy instruction promotes reflective 
teaching practices that include students’ acquiring a wide 
breadth of literacy skills and strategic knowledge that builds 
towards authentic meaning making in a wide variety of texts 
(Gambrell, Malloy, & Mazzoni, 2011; Madda, Griffo, Pearson, 
and Raphael, 2011). Yet, educational policies and instructional 
mandates to date have often limited or excluded the types of 
literacy teaching and complex learning necessary for students’ 
literacy growth (Pardo, Highfield, & Florio-Ruane, 2012). 
Theoretical Framework
The teacher and the practices of teaching can be taken 
up as a nested vision that incorporates the institutionalized 
yet local structures of schooling, the cultural diversity of 
students, and the teacher’s sense of identity and agency within 
their classroom and how to lead opportunities for literacy 
learning (Cole, 1996; deCerteau, 1984; Erickson, 2004; Lasky, 
2005; Wertsch, 1993; Wertsch et al., 1991). This nested vision 
of teaching is created by common spaces or places in which 
teachers enact curriculum and learning for their students. 
Schwab (1973) portrays four commonplaces (or agents) 
of curriculum making and planning as a way for scholars 
to translate theories and scholarly findings into practical 
curriculum for schoolteachers (see Figure 1). He goes on to 
define these translations as “four commonplaces of equal rank: 
the learner, the teacher, the milieu, and the subject matter” 
(Schwab, 1973, p. 508-509). Schwab (1983) also purports a teacher 
must execute judgment on how to use the commonplaces for 
curriculum and that certain instructional opportunities may 
warrant emphasizing certain commonplaces over others. This 
means teacher decision-making using these commonplaces is 
2011; Report of the National Reading Panel, 2000). A particular 
vision of reading instruction was established that promoted an 
emphasis on developing particular skills in reading instruction 
(e.g., phonics; fluency) through rote memorization within 
required literacy programs. Gamse and colleagues (2008) 
examined the Reading First initiative and found no statistically 
significant impacts upon students’ engagement with print or 
reading comprehension during its first five-years in Reading 
First schools. However, the curriculum materials of this reform 
still remain in many schools today due to the adoption cycles 
and economic constraints faced by many school districts 
(Pardo, Highfield, & Florio-Ruane, 2012).
In today’s classrooms, the Common Core State Standards are 
part of the latest educational movement, changing the scope 
and breadth of literacy instruction and assessment. These 
standards in the English-Language Arts and Mathematics 
did not come from the U.S. Department of Education, but 
were instead developed “in collaboration with teachers, 
school administrators, and experts, to provide a clear and 
consistent framework to prepare our children for college and 
the workforce” (National Governor Association Center for 
Best Practices & Chief State School Officers, 2010, p. 1). The 
transition to the Common Core State Standards has created 
more focus on complex literacy learning within elementary 
schools and has been met with challenges from various 
community stakeholders across the U.S. These new standards 
have conflicted with the skills-based literacy learning which 
dominated the literacy instructional resources developed 
during the NCLB era. 
 Literacy teaching and learning in these times of 
policies and reforms. New educational initiatives take time, 
with often substantial changes and negotiation within schools 
and classrooms by teachers. This latest reform of the Common 
Core State Standards, along with the half-lives of the remaining 
curriculum and mandates from NCLB and the Reading First 
initiatives, have the potential to either support or restrict the 
capacity of an elementary teacher. Research has demonstrated 
how the elementary school context and how the reforms 
initiated had affected the teachers’ sense of agency, identity, 
and created resistance or compliance in their efforts to teach 
in these times of reform (MacGillivray et al., 2004; Pease-
Alvarez & Samway, 2008; Shelton, 2010). Each of these studies 
followed several teachers under the pressures of a scripted 
reading curriculum and examined how the curriculum 
changed instructional practices within the classroom contexts. 
Many of these teachers reported a diminished sense of agency 
and an inability resist the radical changes brought about under 
their school’s reform efforts through the curriculum (Pease-
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within the sample of teachers who will serve as the study’s 
participants.  This study’s design was integrated “to be sensitive 
to human agency and social processes, as well as to structural 
processes” and holistic so as “the cases themselves are not lost, 
and the approach is analytic, so some generalization is possible” 
(Caracelli & Green 1997, p. 24). 
 Data collection. The data sources for this study were 
six diverse K-5 elementary teachers in one large urban city 
in the Midwest. The data collected included semi-structured 
interviews, classroom observations, and artifact analyses of 
six participants. All participants were drawn from a larger 
mixed-method study, including these multiple case studies, 
completed by the researcher. This research was approved 
through a human subjects’ research review at the University. 
The names of participants used in this article are pseudonyms 
to protect the identities and locations of the research. 
Participants and contexts. The sample for six cases 
studies was drawn from a total population of 939 teachers, 
who participated in the larger mixed-methods study, within 
one metropolitan school district in the Midwest. The six case 
study participants were elementary teachers who worked in 
kindergarten through fifth grade. All of these teachers have 
at least three years of teaching experience, qualifying them 
to serve as mentor teachers to preservice teachers, and most 
having gained permanent teaching certification. This large 
metropolitan city had a total population of approximately 
391,000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014). Approximately 25%, or 
97,750, of the people in the Census were children 18 years of age 
or younger. Approximately 34% of the population was living 
below the poverty line and the median household income was 
about $26,500 from the years 2008 to 2012 (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2014). The literacy achievement of students at the elementary 
school level was of particular interest in this study. Overall, 
across the school district, 42% of the third graders, tested in 
the academic year 2012-2013, were proficient, while 58% were 
not proficient, in reading based on state achievement test data. 
This means just over half of the students at the third-grade 
level were not meeting grade-level expectations in reading. 
Table 1 provides a summary of the six participants selected 
for the in-depth, multiple case studies. This purposeful 
sampling involved the teachers’ years of teaching experiences, 
mentoring experiences, and demonstrated pedagogical content 
knowledge (PCK) in both closed/open-ended questions 
on the survey instrument. The years of teaching experience 
were reviewed to select teachers who were mid-career 
professionals between seven to eighteen years of teaching 
experience who were experimenting with and reassessing their 
instruction (Huberman, 1989). The six participants who were 
necessary for curriculum to be optimal for students’ learning 
and in meeting specific contextual needs (Roskos & Neuman, 
2013). 
Methods
The research question for this study is: How do elementary 
in-service teachers teach literacy within the contexts of 
required literacy curriculum and complex educational 
policies? This is a broad question that needs to be addressed by 
a series of more focused, researchable questions across multiple 
case studies of elementary school teachers. Examined in these 
cases were the curricula for reading, the resources utilized by 
these teachers for the everyday activities of reading instruction 
and assessment, and the educational reforms at play within the 
classroom settings in one large urban city in the Midwest. The 
following research questions directly explored through the 
data collected and analyzed within and across case studies: 
1. What are the everyday activity settings for literacy 
instruction and assessment in which elementary in-service 
teachers are teaching literacy?
2. How does the elementary in-service teacher plan 
and enact (negotiate) literacy instruction and assessment 
within the contexts of his/her classroom instruction and the 
curriculum mandates within that environment? 
3. How is their local decision-making reflected in 
their planning and enactment of literacy instruction and 
assessment? 
A multiple case study design was integral in capturing 
the complexity and diversity of the research questions posed 
Figure 1. Schwab’s (1973/1983) Four Commonplaces of 
Curriculum-Making.
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coded using open and axial coding to form grounded theory 
(Charmaz, 2004). The codes were generated from the research 
questions of interest as well as patterns within and/or across the 
data. The various analyses of the data sources (1-1 interviews, 
classroom observations, artifact analysis) were viewed in 
relation to one another to frame assertions or vignettes to 
include in the case descriptions (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; 
Merriam, 2009). Triangulation of evidence from the four data 
sources was used to build grounded theory and, by means of 
this technique, to frame research inferences or interpretations 
(Charmaz, 2004; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Merriam, 2009). 
The goal of this study was to conduct one study that 
looked at (a) both broad patterns in a large sample of teachers 
and (b) described the local, situated decision-making of a small 
group of teachers. The smaller group of teachers was selected 
not because they are “exemplars” or “typical” in their decisions 
and contexts, but, because like all teachers in elementary 
school settings nationwide, they are negotiating their literacy 
curriculum in the context of reform-oriented educational 
policies and scripted/structured curriculum materials. This 
article will share findings from the analyses of the case studies, 
within and across cases.
FINDINGS
Teachers within this study were dealing with curriculum 
in new and different ways as the structure of schooling had 
remained quite similar to Schwab’s (1973/1983) work, but 
the degrees of autonomy or agency experienced by teachers, 
along with educational reforms, created new contexts for 
students’ learning and teachers’ work. It became apparently 
clear how the contemporary commonplaces of curriculum 
purposefully selected from the larger study’s surveys. For the 
case studies, they participated in two semi-structured clinical 
interviews and an extended classroom observation of their 
literacy block. The two semi-structured clinical interviews 
with each participant focused on their elementary literacy 
teaching practices and pedagogical beliefs. The interviews also 
reflect how the elementary teacher’s time was spent in the 
instructional context (e.g., time spent working in whole group 
literacy instruction; time spent working in individual literacy 
instruction) and any professional development opportunities 
they had participated in for elementary literacy instruction 
and assessment (e.g., coursework; on-site professional 
development).  
These six participants also shared artifacts of their teaching 
and instructional planning in literacy for analysis. These artifact 
analyses centered on the teacher’s lesson or unit plans of study, 
curriculum resources, or required curriculum materials. 
These artifacts were used to gain further understandings of 
the localized contexts for literacy learning and to triangulate 
findings amongst the various data sources (Bowen, 2009; 
Merriam, 2009). The teacher’s lessons, unit resources, planning 
documents, teacher’s manuals, and other relevant materials 
were collected via electronic scans or photocopying for the 
artifact analysis. These representations also reflect the literacy 
curriculum requirements and the educational policies that are 
present for the teacher on a regular instructional basis.
Data analyses. The analyses used are reflective of a 
fully integrated mixed methods design in which a mixing of 
quantitative and qualitative approaches occurred interactively 
throughout all stages of the research (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 
2009).  All data sources were transcribed, analyzed, and then 
Table 1
Summary of the Six In-Depth Case Study Teachers
Maggie  Tina Suzanne
14 years of teaching experience
Bachelor’s & Master’s degrees
Suburban school 
Second grade
16 years of teaching experience
Bachelor’s, Master’s, Doctorate degrees
Urban school 
Second/third grade split
20 years of teaching experience
Bachelor’s & Master’s degrees
Urban school
Third grade
Jennifer Lisa Katie
29 years of teaching experience
Bachelor’s & Master’s degrees
Urban school
Fourth grade
30 years of teaching experience
Bachelor’s degree and Master’s coursework
Suburban school- improvement school
First grade
37 years of teaching experience
Bachelor’s & Master’s degrees
Urban school- bilingual
Second grade
 
12 LAJM, Fall 2019
in their knowledge to learn new ways and new materials 
for teaching. Within the contemporary commonplace, 
the teacher was solidified in her role of needing strong 
pedagogical content knowledge, including subject matter, and 
understanding children’s development. For example, Lisa, as 
a first-grade teacher, believed strongly in using informational 
text, such as National Geographic for Kids, to expand her 
students’ exposure to real-life concepts (interview; classroom 
observation). She integrated the informational texts into units 
of study around the stories found in the basal reading program. 
Lisa used her beliefs and interests as a teacher (her identity) to 
enact agency over the types of instructional opportunities that 
she would offer her first-grade students. She also commented 
in her interview how she leveraged the Common Core State 
Standards helped her to do this:
 “I love it. That’s why I’m the Common Core advocate. 
I love it.  It enables me to deepen their understanding of the 
standard. I don’t feel like there’s a constant timer going off and 
a clock and I have to hurry up and move to the next whether 
we’re ready or not. That used to be the way.”
The artifact analyses of her lesson and classroom 
observations of her teaching demonstrated clear connections 
to the Common Core State Standards as Lisa clearly stated 
instructional objectives for each of her lessons and then linked 
each objective to the applicable CCSSs throughout her enacted 
lessons, Lisa, rather than resisting or being confused by this 
newest educational policy, used her expertise in literacy and as 
a teacher to adopt the standards as a part of her second grade 
classroom.   
As another example, Suzanne, in third grade, used her 
agency to create a shortened, middle school style literacy block 
without the support of her principal, who wanted her to work 
with students more and in one-to-one contexts (interview). 
Her agency was used to create instructional opportunities 
for her students, different from the beliefs of her principal. 
This sense of agency, which can be viewed as transformative 
or reproductive in nature, used by Suzanne represented how 
teachers had to integrate not only their identities and agency 
over their teaching, but also a clear sense of being autonomous 
within their individual classroom settings. 
Autonomy, yet another consideration for the teacher 
within this commonplace, allowed for personal knowledge, 
professional authority, and subject-matter expertise to be 
brought to bear on how she adhered to or deviated from the 
established literacy curriculum. Tina’s experience in a 2nd/3rd 
grade split classroom, as an example, required her to use her 
teacher autonomy to decide what literacy curriculum and 
learning opportunities were appropriate for her students when 
Reading, Reforms, and Resources:
How Elementary Teachers Teach Literacy in Contexts of Complex Policies and Required Curriculum
making and planning focused upon: (a) considerations of 
the teachers, (b) the subject matter of elementary literacy, (c) 
the learners’ needs, and (d) the complex milieu for literacy 
instruction and learning. Each of these commonplaces were 
being considered by the broad sample and through the in-
depth cases of the six teachers in reviewing the analyses and 
findings of this study. The following excerpts from the cases 
will be shared as illustrative of particular commonplaces 
and how these various participants engaged within these 
commonplaces as part of their own nested vision of literacy 
teaching. Schwab’s (1973/1983) work resounds throughout the 
analyses and findings of this study. Yet, in new ways, the work 
of these teachers attends to the contemporary, reform-minded 
contexts in today’s elementary school classroom and in 
supporting students’ literacy achievement (see Figure 2). These 
four transformed commonplaces of curriculum planning and 
enactment became factors and forces in what instruction and 
interactions occurred within the local setting of a teacher’s 
classroom and in the elementary literacy teaching.  
Teachers’ identity and agency. One of the commonplaces 
was the teacher with her sense of identity as related to her 
beliefs, backgrounds, and preparation for teaching elementary 
literacy and students within her classroom (Figure 2). Originally, 
Schwab’s (1973/1983) work on the commonplaces referred to 
the “teacher” and how experienced she was in subject matter 
and child development. As well, teachers had to be flexible 
Figure 2. The Four Contemporary Commonplaces of 
Curriculum Design and Enactment.
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program, but her confusion with what to do as her lack of 
experiences with this grade, her identity as an effective teacher 
of literacy, or sense of agency over the literacy curriculum or 
a combination of these factors seemed constrained. Maggie 
could not step away from the required literacy program of the 
district to invent or include other curriculum or instructional 
resources for her students. Katie, as a counter example, used 
the basal reading program as a scaffold, employing it as a tool 
when needed, but planning differentiated literacy instruction, 
using a plethora of various instructional resources beyond the 
basal reading program, to enact literacy instruction with her 
students (interview; classroom observation). When asked 
about her curriculum for literacy, she said in an interview:
“I do a lot in every literacy lesson. I will do vocabulary 
development, use an Awards story, [and] supplement with 
leveled readers. I do a great deal of leveled reader work with 
the children. They all have a bag of books in their desk for 
independent reading at their ZPD level. I’m constantly pulling 
extra materials. I have a milk crate for almost everything.”
Katie was able to use the basal story as a “text”, 
differentiate with a wide variety of theme related texts, and 
then supplement her instruction based on her students’ needs. 
Her students within her second-grade classroom experienced a 
wealth of literacy experiences different from those of Maggie’s 
second graders. 
Differentiation in literacy was the way in which teachers 
supported their students in the curriculum, the third 
commonplace for curriculum design and enactment (see 
Figure 2). In his original work, Schwab (1973/1983) discussed 
how teachers must be familiar with children, including 
a general knowledge of particular age groups at large and 
their particular group of children within their classroom. In 
today’s contemporary commonplace, there was a need for 
differentiation for both the students and in the curriculum 
resources, which expanded beyond the level of the learner. 
Differentiation in literacy, in curriculum resources used 
and for the students’ diverse learning needs, expanded the 
vista of Schwab’s (1973/1983) original commonplace by having 
teachers consider factors within and beyond the learner as 
they worked to scaffold their literacy learning. Returning to 
a previous example, Tina planned her literacy instruction, 
in her 2nd/3rd grade split classroom, around chapter books 
and attempted to create units of skills and strategies for her 
students (artifact analyses; classroom observation). It required 
both knowledge of curriculum as well as knowledge of the 
learners in order to get to the level of planning and enacting 
instruction for the student/s. It affects what teachers must 
know and consider within their curriculum enactment. It 
and how she would plan or enact these opportunities for her 
diverse students’ needs (interview; classroom observation). 
Her multiage classroom, covering two grade levels, required 
Tina to think differently about her instructional planning 
for literacy and about the various needs of her students. This 
commonplace of the teachers with the considerations of a 
teacher’s identity and how it maps on or disconnects from her/
his sense of agency and autonomy over literacy instruction is 
but one commonplace for curriculum design and enactment.
The curriculum and differentiation of literacy 
instruction. The curriculum of literacy presents the next 
commonplace for consideration by the elementary literacy 
teacher (see Figure 2). This commonplace involved the way 
in which the common reading curriculum of the district, the 
basal reading program present, and how the Common Core 
was emphasized or changed in the context of each school 
and teacher. Today, Schwab’s work was reflected in the form 
of the literacy curriculum and the materials used for literacy 
learning, historically representative of the traditions of 
literacy within the U.S. The contemporary commonplace of 
curriculum expands the notion of curriculum to include the 
conceptualizations of a common literacy programs, required 
literacy curriculum, and educational reform. 
The idea of “common” in the literacy curriculum of this 
school district and across classroom settings for this study was 
more general in a sense of presence, rather than its explicit use 
for literacy instruction and assessment. For example, Maggie 
and Katie, as in-depth cases, provided two examples of how 
the common literacy curriculum of the basal reading program 
was used or not used across two-second grade classrooms. 
Maggie, with her lack of experience for that grade level, 
stuck closely to the basal reading program in second grade 
(interview; classroom observation). It was wedded to her 
through the two classroom observations and interviews for her 
literacy teaching. She commented during her first interview:
“We use Awards series and it comes with a lot of resources, 
but it’s also an old series. So, I don’t have everything that they, 
you know, that’s readily available or supposed to be readily 
available. I did teach second [grade] at the beginning of my 
career. I don’t know everything that goes with it. I can’t ask for 
it if I don’t know. I’m still trying to gain my footing.” 
Maggie used the basal reading program, even while 
incomplete, as her driving force behind her literacy instruction. 
The classroom observations saw Maggie draw her instructional 
objectives, teacher prompting language, all text for the students 
and related activities, and student questioning directly from 
the teacher’s manual for the basal. What was fascinating about 
Maggie was not so much her reliance on the basal reading 
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was a localized deliberation, completed by teachers for their 
classrooms and their students, in comparison to the, more 
common, macro deliberation that occurs externally for 
educational policies and implemented subsequently by school 
administrators. 
The contexts and coordination of literacy instruction. 
The milieu, or complex contexts, for literacy instruction, as 
experienced by the teachers within this study was influenced 
by administration. The teachers often spoke in terms of teacher 
evaluations, assessments, and requirements surrounding the 
Common Core State Standards and students’ achievement 
on state literacy achievement assessments. Within the cases, 
Tina discussed her concerns for her students’ achievement 
scores- “Now here’s where my creativity has come in because 
when you’re working with 3rd grade, you have the academic 
content standards that they’re being tested on with the state 
test”- and how her students and their achievement were “more 
than just a number” (interviews). The milieu of teaching, 
situated locally within the context of a particular school 
and the classroom of a teacher, created different scenarios of 
how each factor contributed to or pressured the elementary 
literacy teacher and their subsequent instruction in literacy. 
This commonplace was similar and different to the original 
commonplace of milieu (Schwab, 1973/1983), particularly as 
one considers the impact of the past 20 years of educational 
policies and change for improving literacy outcomes. These 
additions have transformed this commonplace in which 
teachers teach and students learn literacy. 
As an example, Jennifer’s interpretation of her autonomy 
and what her fourth grade students needed was in response to 
the “pressures of this teacher evaluation system” (interview). 
She made her decisions, reflective of how she perceived her 
evaluations would go and what she perceived she needed as 
a part of her literacy teaching (classroom observation). In her 
first interview, prior to teaching, she discussed:
“And it [the teacher evaluation system] puts us in buckets 
and if you’re in this bucket, there’s no way you’re going to get 
laid off.  But if you’re in this bucket…you want be the higher 
bucket. I’ve been struggling this year with the number of kids, 
the number of special needs kids in the classroom and trying…
and she keeps talking about rigor, rigor, you need more rigor. 
It’s hard to do.”
Her voice, in the interview, drifted off when she said the 
phrase, “But if you’re in this bucket.” You could see a look 
of concern cross her face at that moment and you could hear 
it audibly in the interview audio recording. Jennifer also 
elaborates on her confusion around her principal’s expectation 
of “rigor.” She articulated that “I’m not sure what else she 
wants me to do” (interview). This narrowed her literacy 
teaching to measurable (countable) instances of teaching and 
learning, substantiated by the external evaluation system. This 
milieu for literacy was limiting at best, problematic at worst. 
Across the cases, similarly, the milieus of literacy instruction 
became contexts and a commonplace in which teachers 
interpreted and made local decision-making around their 
literacy instruction, the resources used, and what instructional 
opportunities would be given to their students as well as the 
external systems, pressures, and complexities of their teaching, 
learning, and curriculum. 
Like in Schwab’s (1973) research on the commonplaces of 
curriculum making, these elementary teachers were successful 
or struggled to attain the idea of “coordination” across the four 
contemporary commonplaces. Schwab’s (1983) work stressed 
how disequilibrium could occur in curriculum planning if 
teachers overemphasized one commonplace over the others. 
While this struggle concerned the curriculum, much of it 
took the form of negotiating coherence among a required 
literacy curriculum, a milieu of administration, and the diverse 
needs of students. 
To do such negotiation required professional qualities 
such as the exercise of agency by teachers who called on their 
personal and professional resources for literacy teaching with a 
sense of autonomy. As another example, Lisa developed a unit 
of study around wolves within her first-grade classroom. She 
used not only the required basal reading program story about 
wolves, a fictional piece, but extended this story to include 
informational text about wolves from National Geographic 
for Kids, small group reading lessons around trade books 
about wolves, and center-based learning activities to extend 
the texts read (classroom observations; artifact analyses). She 
commented, 
“The Common Core [State Standards] provides a map 
for what my first graders need and then I developed this unit 
that tied together narrative and informational stories for my 
students. It is whole group and small group activities, along 
with independent learning. It just makes sense for first graders. 
It is important for me as a teacher as it all connects and my 
teaching is better when it is connected. I also get to have fun 
with it. It also covers the topic in our reader” (interview).
Lisa constructed a unit of study about wolves that reflected 
her negotiation of required curriculum and the Common 
Core as the instructional pacing guide. She explicitly, in the 
interviews, accounted for and infused her identity, agency, and 
autonomy into the literacy instruction offered to her students. 
The two classroom observations saw engaging and motivating 
small and whole group lessons that integrated a variety of 
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materials on the topic of wolves. 
This style of negotiation demonstrated a careful, systematic 
orchestration of the four contemporary commonplaces of 
curriculum design and enactment. Across the teachers within 
the broad sample and the in-depth cases, negotiation was 
taken up in varying degrees as means to not only coordinate 
the four commonplaces of curriculum design and enactment, 
but as an act to generate local sense making and decisions for 
literacy instruction and and assessment for students’ learning 
at the classroom level.  
Conclusion
The everyday activities, resources, and curricula for 
literacy instruction are varied and complex for elementary 
school teachers across those grades. To plan, enact, and 
negotiate such curricula for literacy learning in these 
settings, these teachers worked in a variety of similar and 
differing ways across Schwab’s reimaged commonplaces, 
while considering their localized classroom contexts and 
the larger curricular mandates. These four commonplaces of 
curriculum design and enactment are complex translations, 
using Schwab’s (1973) words, for any teacher, even with years 
of teaching experience and pedagogical content knowledge 
around literacy. While the more veteran teachers, with more 
years of teaching experience, were successful within specific 
commonplaces, some of the teachers struggled with the 
translations of commonplaces into curriculum design and 
enactment for literacy learning. These commonplaces, while 
an essential place to start in understanding today’s classrooms 
where elementary literacy teaching occurs, are not sufficient 
without considering the broader settings and climate of the 
educational contexts, as done in this study. Their daily local 
decision-making, as reflected in these cases, is reflective of not 
only their own identities and perceptions of their local needs 
but also the educational mandates for reform in elementary 
literacy teaching and learning. 
Out of these cases and with Schwab’s commonplaces, 
educational researchers must assist in the difficult task of 
translating complex educational practices, policies, and 
theories in order to utilize this needed research into practical 
classroom applications for teachers and students. Previous 
research has documented the difficulties facing teachers in 
times of scripted and structed literacy programming (Gamse et 
al., 2008; MacGillivray et al., 2004; Shelton, 2010). These four 
commonplaces of curriculum design and enactment provide 
opportunities for teachers to dialogue within and beyond 
these commonplaces to better understand their work and to 
shape opportunities for their students’ learning. 
Limitations of the study. There were limitations in this 
study’s research design, methods, and data collected. Particular 
theoretical frameworks and methodologies (mixed method, 
multiple case studies) were also used in this study, limiting the 
analyses and findings. The findings of this study may not be 
generalizable to all settings or contexts. These cases do provide 
different lenses into the daily literacy teaching and experiences 
of elementary school teachers within a large urban context. 
This article only provides information on the particular 
experiences of the multiple case studies and does not elaborate 
on the connections made in the larger participant pool in the 
mixed-methods study. However, findings within and across 
these cases illuminate some of the larger study’s findings. 
Synopsis. This research has demonstrated the 
importance of considering educational policies, the teachers, 
the curriculum, the contexts, and the best practices around 
literacy instruction when working with teachers. In today’s 
reform-minded education, we must consider all of the factors 
that support or hinder the work of teachers and students as 
they mutually work for improved literacy achievement. This 
research has helped to inform the directions and progress 
we have made and need to make so every child and teacher 
becomes 21st century literacy learners. 
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